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A MATTOON PIONEER. 

Oapt. Joseph Withington — Civilian, Soldier and Statesman. 
By Adolf Sumerun. 

Without making any pretentions to greatness or claims 
for marked distinction in the affairs of life, yet the story of 
Capt. Joseph Withington 's existence among ns mortals has 
much out of the ordinary. It is a genuine pleasure when he 
<5an be induced to unlock the store of memory and relate in- 
teresting events of the distant past. 

Captain Withington, the last of the hardy old pioneers 
who settled along the banks of Whitley creek in Moultrie 
county, was bom in Newbury, Mass., his ancestors being Eng- 
lish of the Puritanical stock. After having completed his 
academical course he came west long before Horace Greeley 
had given that advice to young men, and engaged in the mer- 
cantile business in the store of his uncle, Ebenezer Noyes, at 
Essex, a village platted by Mr. Noyes in 1840. In later years 
it was known as the Zion Frost Farm, and is now owned by 
J. Hortenstine & Son. 

It was in 1849 that he made his first appearance on Whit- 
ley Creek and among his friends and customers of some sev- 
enty odd years ago were Thomas T. Townley, Philip Arman- 
trout, William Christie, Grandfather Apple, Eufus Pierce 
and many other noble frontiersmen who have passed away. 

The Village of Nelson situated on the banks of the Okaw 
expected to become the county seat of Moultrie county and so 
firmly was the belief fixed in the minds of the inhabitants of 
Nelson toA\mship that the court house was about half com- 
pleted when the vote was taken which resulted in Sullivan 
being chosen, much to the disappointment of the public spir- 
ited citizens of that toAvnship. While these events were tak- 
ing place along the banks of the Kaskaskia, Mattoon was not 
even dreamed of and the ground whereon this city rests was 
waving fields of grass used for grazing purposes and inhab- 
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ited by wolves, deer and rattlesnakes, and the numerous lakes 
and ponds surrounding the elevated site in the fall and spring 
were covered with the wild fowls of the air when resting from 
their long fights between the north and the south. This sec- 
tion was rendered uninhabitable on account of the chills and 
fever, the mosquito and the giant horsefly, the early settlers 
having located along the baiJ^s of creeks, rivers and on ele- 
vated ground were in a measure exempt from these annoy- 
ances. 

Captain Withington continued in business in Essex until 
1853 when he went to St. Louis and accepted a position as 
clerk in a mercantile establishment, where he remained for 
three years. 

In 1855, after it had been definitely settled that the cross- 
ings of the Illinois Central and the old Terre Haute & Alton 
Eailroads would-be where they are now located, he paid the 
new town site a visit, making a portion of the trip from St. 
Louis by stage, going via Moweaqua and Sullivan. The future 
for Mattoon was attractive and after returning to St. Louis 
and remaining about a year he bade that city farewell and 
opened a paint, oil and glass store in the village of Mattoon 
starting in business where the great Hulman wholesale house 
is now situated. 

Since that time, sixty-four years ago, this city has been 
his home and here he has constantly been with the exception 
of two years in Cincinnati, two years in Charleston, and four 
years as a soldier in the army fighting for the preservation of 
the Union. 

The first number of the Mattoon Gazette was issued in 
March, 1856, as an advertising sheet or rather a boom edition. 
Eufus W. Houghton was the publisher and some four weeks 
were required in its publication. Captain Withington was one 
of the compositors. Mr. Houghton having taught him the 
boxes and how to assemble the type in a stick. He was an apt 
apprentice and rendered much assistance in getting out the 
first number of the first paper ever printed in Mattoon. 

The idea of becoming a printer was probably influenced 
by his father, Leonard "Withington, who learned the art of 
printing in Boston; he was a graduate of Yale and was a He- 
brew scholar. He was also a writer of considerable note for 
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newspapers and magazines, but at a later date became a Con- 
gregational minister and for over fifty years served one con- 
gregation at Newbury, Mass., as its minister. He died at the 
advanced age of ninety-seven, and his maiden sister, Eliza- 
beth Withington, passed away at the ripe old age of 101. 

In 1857 Captain Withington aided the engineers in plat- 
ting Noyes' ad(ition to the city of Mattoon and in 1858 he as- 
sisted Mr. Noyes in setting out a large number of shade treea 
in the southwest portion of the city. 

During his long residence in Mattoon the Captain haa 
filled the positions of county surveyor, supervisor, police mag- 
istrate and mayor. Contrary to the usual custom he was^ 
never an aspirant for any political position and these oflSces 
came to him unsolicited. His political aflSliations have been 
with the Republican party since its organization. 

In February 1883 the Mattoon Building and Loan Asso- 
ciation was chartered and it was the first association of its 
kind in Mattoon. Captain Withington was chosen its first sec- 
retary and filled that position for twenty-three years. He is 
now treasurer of Mattoon Lodge No. 260 A. F. & A. M., Mat- 
toon Chapter No. 85 R. A. M. and Godfrey de Boulion Com- 
mandery No. 44 K. T. and is a charter member of Elect Lady 
Chapter No. 40 0. E. S. 

It was in 1867 when he first commenced keeping the 
weather records, and in 1874, having succeeded William Doz- 
ier, deceased, he made regular reports to the government un- 
til 1913, covering a period of forty years, when he resigned. 
He is well supplied with meteorological instruments which in- 
sure accuracy to his calculations and yet while he makes no 
report to the government his records are as complete up to 
the present as when he did so, and those who desire are at 
liberty to consult them at any time. His barometer foretold 
the great cyclone of May 1917 that laid waste the northern 
portions of Mattoon and Charleston. 

For many years the historic old Essex House was his 
home but during recent years the captain has had his office, 
library and sleeping apartments over 1712^4 Broadway, but 
he was forced to move in Nov. 1916, owing to the excavation 
for the Illinois Central subway weakening the foundation of 
the building and he obtained comfortable accomimodations 
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in the Harris building, over 1408 Broadway. His rooms 
present cheerful and pleasant surroundings and home like 
comforts. In his library of some seven hundred volumes are 
many ancient, rare and valuable books, among them an illus- 
trated leaflet printed in London over one hundred years ago. 
In his collection are Greek, Latin, Spanish, French, Italian 
and German lexicons, and side by side is a large illustrated 
edition of the Holy Bible and Webster's Unabridged Diction- 
ary, fit companions for one possessing a mind delving into 
the deepest researches. He also has a large collection of 
charts, maps, pamphlets, reports and also his account books 
of 1849-53, which will prove valuable to future historians. 

The walls of his bachelor sitting room are decorated with 
portraits, engravings, silhouettes, mementoes, heirlooms and 
keepsakes which are both interesting and instructive. Among 
them is a steel engraving of his father, made by Sartain in 
the early forties, and was among the last steel plates made 
'by that eminent artist ; an oil painting of Dr. Nathan Noyes, 
his maternal grandfather; two paintings by the late Mrs. Hat- 
tie B. Cunningham; a photogravure, *'Mon Ancient Regi- 
ment;'' a portrait of Abraham Lincoln; a silhouette of Ad- 
miral Schley, a certificate of the Illinois Masonic Veterans^ 
association dated October 29, 1913 ; and many other pictures 
and ornaments of more or less note. In his collection of cur- 
ios are: 

A Chinese sword with a scabbard made of Chinese coins. 

A Turkish shield inlaid with gold and silver. 

A ship barometer over one hundred years old. 

A sextant for taking the altitude of heavenly bodies. 

An aneroid and mercurial barometer for ascertaining 
atmospheric pressure. 

A hand seal used by his grandfather. It is over a cen- 
tury old. 

A Cuban machette used during the Spanish- American 
war. 

A copper warming pan formerly owned by his grand- 
father. 

Two silver plated candle sticks and snuffers that have 
passed the century mark. 

Candlestick, snuffers and dish about 100 years old. 
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Brass postal scales in use some fifty-five years ago. 

A Japanese cabinet having seven apartments. 

And among the minor curios are a wax figure of the moon, 
toy pipes, Japanese magic doll, the ^'Holy Book" which 
proves itself; many small tools and numerous articles which 
are associated with the distant past. 

CAPTAIN WITHINGTON^S ARMY RECORD. 

The following record of the army life of Captain Joseph 
Withington was compiled by H. W. Kellog, historian, from 
the official and authentic sources as kept by the Army and 
Navy association of the United States and is dated February 
6, 1902, and is number 41,190: 

''This certifies that Joseph Withington enlisted from 
Coles County, April 19, 1861, at Camp Douglas, Springfield, 
HI., as sergeant in Capt. James Monroe's Company B, Sev- 
enth Regiment, Illinois, Volunteer Infantry, Colonel John 
Cook, commander. The regiment was chiefly engaged in 
guard duty in the states of Missouri and Illinois. 

''Received all honorable discharge at Mound City, 111., 
July 25, 1861, on account of expiration of service. 

"Re-enlisted at Mattoon, 111., July 30, 1861 to serve for 
three years, or during the war, and was mustered into service 
at Decatur, 111., August 5, 1861, as first sergeant in Captain 
Edmund True's Company D, Forty-first Regiment, Illinois 
Volunteer Infantry. Colonel Isaac C. Pugh commanding. 

''On August 8 regiment moved to St. Louis, Mo.; thence 
to Bird's Point, Mo., and was assigned to the command of 
General U. S. Grant to assist in fortifying Paducah, Ky. It 
was afterward assigned to the Second brigade. Second divi- 
sion of the Sixteenth army corps. Army of the Tennessee; 
later to the Seventeenth Corps, Major General James B. Mc- 
Pherson commanding, and during its service participated in 
the following engagements: 

"Fort Henry, Fort Donelson, Pittsburg Landing, 
Tenn., Shiloh, siege of Corinth, Hatchie River, Matamora, 
Hernando, siege of Vicksburg and Jackson, Miss. ; Red River 
expedition, including Sabine Cross Roads, Pleasant Hills, 
Cane River or Monetis Bluff, Cloutiersville, Marksville and 
Mansura, La.; Gantown, Miss.; Kenesaw Mountain, siege of 
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Atlanta, Lovejoy Station, march to the sea, siege of Savan- 
nah, Ga., and a number of minor affairs. For nearly one year 
he was adjutant general of his brigade being the 1st Brig., 
4th Div., 17th Army Corps. 

^ * On January 4, 1865, the regiment was consolidated with 
the Fifty-third Illinois, and was afterward engaged at Or- 
angeburg and Cheraw, S. C; Fayetteville and Bentonville, 
N. C, and also present at the surrender of Johnston's army 
to General Sherman at Bennett House in Raleigh, N. C. 

' ^ The said Joseph Withington was with his command up 
to the Eed River expedition and at all times performed faith- 
ful and meritorious service, for which he was promoted to the 
rank of First Lieutenant, Company D, and captain of his com- 
pany to date from July 12, 1862. 

^^He was slightly wounded by a spent ball at the battle 
of Fort Donelson, Tenn. 

**He received an honorable discharge at Springfield, 111., 
September 12, 1864, on expiration of term of service. 

**His brother, Nathan N., served in the Eleventh Regi- 
ment, Massachusetts Infantry, and his brother Richard served 
in the Seventeenth Regiment, Massachusetts Infantry; their 
father's name Leonard Withington; mother's maiden name 
Caroline Noyes, grandfather, Joseph Withington, served in 
the Revolutionary war. 

^*The said Joseph Withington was born in Essex county, 
Mass., May 4, 1834. 

^'He is a member of Mattoon Post No. 404, Department 
of Illinois, Grand Army of the Republic and has filled most of 
the minor offices." 

The certificate further states : He is a member of the A. 
F. & A. M. and Knights Templar; he has been presiding offi- 
cer in all the Masonic orders and has held many of the minor 
offices in the Benevolent Order of Elks. 

Although Captain Withington is approaching his eighty- 
sixth birthday he enjoys companionship with the same degree 
of relish that he did when a yoimg man carving his fortune 
in the wilds of the west. In a quiet way he has been a great 
philanthropist and has brought cheer and encouragement to 
many an aching and discouraged heart ; ever warm in his ties 
of friendship and forgiving where he has been unjustly 
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wronged. In his daily walks he has about him a halo of cheer 
that is always pleasant and assuring and ever ready to grant 
an accommodation whenever it is possible to do so. He has 
been and still is a great reader and student and his mind is*a 
store-house of knowledge, his literary taste having a wide 
range in history, poetry, religion, mathematics and science. 
He takes pardonable delight in relating reminiscences per- 
taining to the early days of this section of Illinois and also 
in giving his experiences as a soldier faithfully following the 
flag of his country. His head is now white, his step a little 
tottery, but his eyes are bright, his mind is clear and he 
stands in Mattoon, *'the Queen of the Prairies,'' like the giant 
oak of the forest that has survived the storms of many win-^ 
ters. 



